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Henry VIII had at first no interest in such things. Sebastian Cabot went to Spam, and there he found, in 1512-15, that the theory of a passage westward from the Caribbean was in favour. He accepted the prospective command, but the death of Ferdinand postponed the venture, and the revelation of Mexico by Hernandez de Cordova and Juan de Grijalva in 1517-18 threw the business into the hands of the Cuban Spaniards* Whilst waiting for the Caribbean command, Sebastian had prudently said nothing of his northern strait; and it was quite natural that he should push only one project at a time. But when after all the Caribbean failed him he could hardly announce his vital discovery. The Seville authorities would have been suspicious and would have asked why he had not been frank with them from the outset. Moreover he knew Spanish seamanship and he knew the Arctic ice, and it is likely that he could foresee no useful outcome from introducing the one to the other. He was therefore driven to intriguing more or less covertly with other powers for the means of fulfilling his dream*
He must have been quite outspoken with the English government. Wolsey's name is sufficient guarantee of that. For in 1509 Wolsey had already been a man of mark, acquainted with great affairs, and he knew, without a doubt, what had resulted from the voyage of that year. Wolsey and the king were now eager for the opening of this spice route, and they determined that the merchants of England should subscribe the capital for a great expedition with the discoverer of the Passage at its head. The magnitude of the scheme shows how fully they trusted him. And indeed, the judgment of contemporaries is quite at variance with that of Sebastian Cabot's modern biographers. The English, then and to his death, thought him a most valuable man. So also did the Spaniards. Ferdinand went out of his way to recruit him into the Spanish service. Charles V made him Pilot-Major, the highest post in the mercantile marine. Contarini wrote of him from the Spanish court, "This man is in great repute here". His repute was high enough to survive more than one incident such as would have clouded the prospects of an ordinary individual It is hardly conceivable that so many good judges of ability could have been taken in by a charlatan,
Of the English project and its failure we hear more from an English source. Merchant companies throughout the kingdom were approached by the government. The records of one only, the Drapers3 Company of London, have preserved any account of the matter.1 On March i, 1521, the wardens of the Drapers, with the Lord Mayor presiding, met those 1 No. 72, Plans for the expedition of 1521.